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" for over six decades, and

since more than a score of my

 stories were published in the

Ey Bob world’s first science fiction
, magazine about a quarter of a
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knew what science fiction is.

Recently, however, after eval-
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uating radio, television, mo-
tion picture and latier-day
mazazine siorics which claim
to be science fiction, I began
to wander if I really know as
much about the subject as I
thouaht I did. In order to set
mtyself siraighi—approximaicly
thiree decades after I wrote my
first science fiction stery—I
un‘lertcok to find an authori-
taiive answer to the question:
“What is sclence fiction?”

Alier several days of re-
search, I was astonished to
learn that nobody—and I -do
mean Nobody (as Gimbel or
Macy might have said)—
seems to know what sciznce
fiction is, I have several good
dictionaries, including the lat-
est “American College Diction-
ary” (Random House) which
my son’s English professor re-
commended; I also have four
encyclopedias, including the
latest revised edition of the
“Columbia Encyclopedia,” and
Banet’s four-volume “Reader’s
Iincyclopedia.” None of these
coniains a definition of science
fiction. So I went to the Lawn-
dale branch of the Los Angeles
County Public Library which,
though small, is well equipped
with reference books—such as
the latest edition of Webster's
Unabridged Dictionary, Col-
lier’s Encyclopedia and the En-
cyclopedia Americana.

Believe it or not, all these
reierence books ignore com-

pletely the existence of science
fiction and the need for defin-
ing it. Under similar circum-
stances. a normal person would
probably have given up and
ccnciuded, as the hillbilly did
when he saw a kangaroo:
“There ain’t no sech animule.”
However, I happen to be ab-
rormally persistent. (My wife
calls it “Norse stubbornness.”)
I figured that there mwust be
some authoritative definition
of a phenomenon which is be-
coming familiar to mnearly eve-
ryone between the ages of 3
and 103. Surely, somebody in
authority knows what science
fiction really is!

Our local Iibrarian is an ac-
commodating lady, so I stated
my problem to her and asked
for help. She sent a “Mayday”
message to the well-stocked,
well-staffed Los Angeles Coun-
ty Central Public Library,
whose librarians delight in
kelping those who hunger for
knowledge. When they sent me
a report about two weeks later,
they confessed with astonish-
ment that they also were
stumped. No lexicographer or
encyclonedist seems to have
taken the trouble to define a
suhject which has been on all
tongues, and has been exten-
sively publicized by newspa-
pers, magazines, comic books,
radio, television, motion pic-
tures and what-have-you ever
since Orson Welles' broadcast
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of his version of H. G. Wells’
“War Of The Worlds,” in Oc-
tober, 1938—a portrayal so
convincing that thousands of
radio listencrs behaved child-
ishly.

LTHOUGH the librarians

were not able to unearth
an axthoritative definition of
science fiction, they sent me
several books which attempt
to explain the nature, scope,
purpose, eic., etc. of science
fiction, I was already familiar
with most of these books, but
since I did not have all of
them in my library, I was glad
to get them so I could give my-
seli a refresher course in a
subject concerning which I ap-
parently was somewhat ignor-
ant—or at least out-of-date,
Before doing that, however, I
played my trump card which I
had been holding in reserve—
my ace in the hole, if you will
pardon my metaphoric mixing
of card games, I telephoned to
none other than Mr. Science
Fiction himself—in person. I
reasoned that if a definition of
science fiction exists anywhere
in the solar system, it must be
in the most nearly complete
selection of science fiction in
the world—which, as nearly
every science fiction fan
knows, is owned by the one
and only Forrest J. Ackerman.
It was inevitable that ‘“4e”, as
his friends call him, did not

disappoint me. He said, “Bob,
if my arm was (wo feet longer
I could reach out and get a
book containing a definition of
science fiction. Hold the line
a sec.” At the end of the sec.
he dictated the following in-
formation: “Avon  Webstor
English Dictionary and Pock:t
Library of Encyclopcdic In-
formation, Published May,
1952, Page 342: sci-ence-fic-
tion: fantastic stories based
on science.”

I laughed and said, “That’s
like defining morality as
‘wrong based on right.” Since
science is essentially rational,
and deals with fact, while fan-
tasy is irrational, and deals
with unrealities, the terms
science and faniasy are mu-
tually contradictory.” Acker-
man agreed that the Avon def-
inition is unsatisfactory, but
stated that it is the only one
he knows about. So, in the
hope of uncovering pay dirt, I
dug into the books which the
County Library had sent me. I
found several definitions, to be
sure; but most of them were
even less accurate and more
fanciful than the one in the
lexicon with the exlravagant
title.

HAT LED to a realization
that an illegitimale, incom-
patible, and unholy alliance
seems to exist belween Science
and Fantasy—at least in the
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minds of scme readers, writers
and editors, This is exempli-
fied by the titles of some of
the magazines in the “Science
Fiction” category, Of the 58
publications issued between
1926 and 1950, which Donald
Day listed in his “Indcx to
Science Fiction” twelve includ-
ed the words “Fantasy” or
“Fantastic” in their titles. Two
others AMiracic Stories and Un-
canny Stories had similar con-
notations—which means that
26% of these magazines which
were classified as science fic<
tion actually were labeled
“Fantasy.” The same mixture
—or rather emulsion, since oil
and water do not mix—of
science and fantasy seems to
be prevalent also in science fic-
tion fandom. The oldest science
fiction fan ciub in the world is
called the “Los Angeles Sci-
ence Fantasy Society,” and
James Taurasi's publication,
advertised as the “World’s
Oldest Science-Fiction News-
paper,”’ carries the name Fan-
tasy Times on its masthead.

Since I had a scientific edu-
cation, and taught mathema-
tics, physics and chemistry
for a decade after I obtained
my Ph. D. and M. A, degrees
from Brown University, I have
always found it hard to under-
stand why science should ever
be coupled with fantasy, which
is the direct antithesis of sci-
ence. Let .anyone who doubts

this take a look at the follow-
ing definitions which are from
the American College Diction-
ary: “SCIENCE: 1. A branch
of knowledge or study dealing
with a body of facts or truths
systematically arranged and
showing the operation of nat-
ural laws, Lxample. the math-
ematical scicnces. 2. Systemat-
ic knowledge of the physical
and material world. Knowledge
gained through systematic

study.
“FANTASY: 1. Imagina-
tion, especially when unre-

strained. 2. The forming of
grotesque mental images. 3.
(Psychology) a daydream. 4.
Halluncination. 5. Supposition
based on no solid foundation.”

HIS CONFUSION between

the two mutually contra-
dictory categories seenis to ex-
ist, not only in the minds of
some publishers and some
readers, but also in the ideas
which some script-writers and
producers have on the subject.
It is obvious that many of the
so-called “science fiction”
movies, TV shows, and radio
broadcasts are pure fantasy
and have no scientific basis
whatever. That some authors
of magazine stories are similar-
ly confused is revealed by one
of the books which the County
Library sent to me, namely the
“Science Fiction Handbook,”
by L. Sprague de Camp, who



WANTED: A DEFINITION FOR SCIENCE FICTION 93

is one of the most popular of
the latter-day contributors to
so-called “Science Fiction”
magazines, De Camp devotes
several pages of his book to
discussing various definitions
of- science fiction. It is appar-
ent that he himself regards
science fiction and faniasy as
synonymous. At any rate, he
groups them together in a cate-
gory which he calls “Imagina-
tive Fiction” as distinguished
from “Realistic Fiction.” In
support of this, he quotes
Fletcher Pratt, (who collabo-
rated with de Camp in writing
“The Better Mousetrap,”
which was published in the
December 1930, issue oi Aag-
asine Of Fantasy arnd Scicnce
Fiction). Pratt defined I'nzgin-
ative or Faniastic Fiction
thus: “\ story tbhat could not
have happened. contrasted
with Realistic Firton  that
could happen, even if it did not.
This puts all stories of the
future in the category of ima-
ginative fiction, as they could
not have happened.”

Apparently de Camp agrees
with Pratt. He sums up his
discussion- of the definiiions of
science fiction thus: “In the
fiction of the modern Western
World there is a group of
stories that cowld not have
happened, based on assumip-
tions contrary to everyday ex-
perience, often. kighly fanciful
and often laid in seltings re-

mote in time and space. These
storics we have decided to call
by the general term ‘Imagin-
ative Fiction.””

Restricting the term “ima-
ginative fiction” to narratives
which are impossible is about
as fantastic, absurd and un-
authentic as some so-called
“science fictien.” Is not all fic-
tion imaginative? Let's sece
what the lexicographers say:

“FICTION: the branch of
literature comprising works of
imaginative narration.”

Why then should “we”
(meaning Messrs de Camp and
Pratt), decide to call one kind
of fiction imnginative and
another kind realistic?

Incidentally, alihcugh I do
not agree with L. Sprazuz de
Camp’s delinition of science
fiction. I regard him as a tal-
ented writer of science fiction
as well as fantasy. He did an
especially good job in compil-
ing his “Scicnce Fiction Hand-
book.” which I heartily recom-
mend to anvone interested ia
fantasy and/or science fiction.

S TO THE distinction be-

tween science fiction. and
fantasy, magazine editor John
W. Campbell, Jr., who contrib-
uted authentic science fiction
to early issues of Gernsback’s
Amazing Stories, explained it
thus: “It is science fiction if
the writer thinks it could hap-
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pen, fentasy if he thinks it
could not.” I agree that the
cardinal difference betwoen sci-
ence fiction and fantasy is that
the former should be plausible
and the latler impossible; but I
do not think it is enough for
the author alone to believe his
story could happen. He must
write it so plausibly and con-
vincingly that every reaczr will
share his belief. I do not sce
how an autbor can possibly do
that unless he has a thorough
grounding in mathematics and
science to begin with, any
more than a draftsman can de-
sign an airplane wing without
knowing anything about aero-
nautics. This, cf course, is just
one man's oninion, which prob-
ably will be challenged by
many readers, editors and writ-
ers.

In his “Handbook,” L.
Sprague de Camp says: *“I am
ofien asked, ‘Jlust oue Lave a
scientific education to wrife
scicnce fiction?’ The ancwer is
the same as for thc qucstion
whether one has to be crazy:
‘No, but it helps’” De Camp
adds that some authors of sci-
ence fiction did have scientific
educations, but that “others
picked up wkhat science they
needed by reading, obseruvation
and conversation.” That appar-
ently accounts for many of the
numerous bobbles and blunders
which repeatedly crop up in
some of the latter-day maga-

zines labeiled ! Science Tic-
ticn.”

Pueblishing cizurd assump-
tions in pscu’:pigriphal, or
“falzely named” stories, where
such nonsense masquerades as
“science,” can G2 a lot of harm.
Such fakery czn Jeceive young,
or mentally-fimmature readers
into beolieving ercors which will
be hard to un'e~-n if they ever
sludy orthodax science. That
probably was v+t M.I.T. Pro-
fessor Norbart Weiner, the
founder of cylhr-netics, had in
mind when. ‘n bi; recently pub-
Hshrd avtobiogranhy, “I Am A
diathematicion,” he called sci-
ence fiction “a pernicious arti-
cle?

To anyone su<h as Profe:sor
Weiner. wha Jde»s have a scien-
tilic education, it is apparent
that the writers of some science
ficticn stories jack scientific
knowiedge and depended only
on information, (or misinfor-
mation), which they ‘“picked
up by reading, nhservation and
conversation.” 1Mo science can
be mastered vithout many
hours of laboratory experimen-
tation—or field work, or close
obcervation of nature—under
expert supervision. Clear un-
derstanding of exact sciences,
such as physics, chemistry and
asironomy, on which so many
science fiction plots depend,
cannot be obtained without
thorough training in mathe-
matics, which also requires
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compatent instruction. and can
hardly be “picked up.”

T IS WELL-KNOWX that

the really great masters of
science fiction did have scien-
tific educations. Jules Verne—
who originated science fiction,
as the term is used today—was
a science scholar, especially in
the sciences of geography and
oceanography. The father of
English science fiction, H. G.
Wells, whose career was
strongly influenced by the
great scientist, T. H, Huxley,
taught science before he start-
ed to write science fiction. Olaf
Stapledon, who is generally rat-
ed second to Wells in the sci-
ence fiction field, was a lectur-
er at Liverpool University.
Hugo Gernsback, the undisput-
ed father of science fiction in
the United States, and the
founder of the world’s first sci-
ence fiction magazine, had a
thorough scientific education in
Germany before he came to
America, It is significant that
many of the predictions made
in stories by Verne, Wells, Sta-
pledon, Gernsback and the ear-
lier, better-educated contribu-
tors to Amazing Stories—ideas
which were regarded as fantas-
tic when they were first pub-
lished — became commonplace
realities while their authors
were still alive.

In his own writings and in
his choice of material for

Amaszing Stories when he was
editing it, Hugo Gernsbhack
siressed the educational supe-
riority of science fiction over
ordinary literature. As da
Camp expressed it, “Gernsback
kas always accented the sci-
ence part of science fiction
rather than the fiction, hold'ng
these stories to be practical
means of conveying scicntific
facts wilh slight sugar-coating
of [iction, interesting young
readers in scientific careers,
and stimulating the minds of
scientists and inventors, He
objects to giving the nome ‘sci-
ence fiction’ to stories like Bur-
roughs' Martien tales, wherein
one badly worked out pseudo-
scientific assumption is used
merely as a peg on which to
hang a picaresque adventure-
romance.”

IT SEEMS apparent that

Hugo Gernsback, in his ap-
praisal of what constitutes sci-
ence fiction and what it should
accomplish, thought brain-to-
brain with the greatest of all
science fiction authors, Jules
Verne. No one can read
“Twenty Thousand Leagues
Under The Sea,” “Mysterious
Tsland,” or any of Verne's oth-
er science fiction stories, with-
out learning a bit of science,
besides being excitingly enter-
tained. It must be remembered,
however, that some of Verne’s
novels, such as “dround The
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World In Eighiy Days” and
“Mickael Strogo[f” cannot
properly be classified as sci-
cnce fiction.

That many people became
interested in scientific or engi-
neering careers because they
read stories by Verne, Wells,
Gernsback, and other authors
of real science fiction, when
they were young, is a well-
known fact. Furthermore, it
would be difficult—perhaps
impossible—to name a single
modern invention which was
not first conceived by a science
fiction author. Not all invent-
ors or scientists who have made
important discoveries, which
have benefitted mankind and
advanced civilization, have
been willing to admit their in-
debtedness to the authors who
gave them the ideas on which
to base their work, but some of
them have been honest enough
to do so.

The inventor of the subma-
rine, Simon Lake, started his
autobiography with this sen-
tence: ‘“Jules Verne was the
director general of my life.”
Marconi, originator of wireless
communication; Claude, who
gave us neon lighting; La
Cierva, inventor of the first
practical helicopter; Piccard,
balloonist and deep sea explor-
er; Admiral Byrd, who flew
across both poles; and many
others, gave credit to Verne
for starting them thinking

along scientific lines, It is un-
likely that the authors who
wrote real science fiction would
have had so much in{lience on
modern inventions and discov-
eries if they had not written
their seemingly fantastic sto-
ries plausibly, as well as inter-
estingly.

Regarding verisimilitude in
science fiction, an interesting
comment was made by Olaf
Stapledon in his preface to
“Last And First Men”.

“I have undertaken to in-
vent a story whick may scem a
possible, or at least not wholly
impossible, account of the fu-
turc of man.”

Aristotle expressed a some-
what similar thought when he
said, “Better a probable inpos-
sibility than an impossible
probability.”

MONG THE other def-

initions which de Camp
quotes in his “Handbook” is
this one, which he credits to
Dr. Oscar Brauner: ‘“Science
fiction deals with the sciences
and their impact on man in a
fictitious way.” While this is
not as bad as the definitions
which confuse science with
fantasy, it is far from satisfac-
tory because it includes litera-~
ture to which the designation
“science fiction” cannot cor-
rectly be applied. For instance,
Sinclair Lewis’s “Arrowsmith”
deals with the science of bacte-
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riology and its impact on the
life of a medical student, and
on the lives of those whom his
research work benefitted; but
it certainly is not science fic-
tion. Psychological novels and
psychiatric yarns such as Hen-
ry James’s “The Egoist” and
Herman Wouk’s “Tke Caine
Mutiny,” deal with the science
of psychology and its impact
on human beings in a fictitious
way, but no enlightened person
would call them science fic-
tion. Thousands of similar ex-
amples could be given to prove
that Dr. Brauner’s deiinition
is inadequate.

A few times, duricg my frus-
trating search for an accept-
able definition of science fic-
tion, I ran into this one: “Sci-
ence Fiction: Any story print-
ed in @ science ficiion maga-
gine” That is reminiscent of
the hoary vaudeville gag: “If
a cat had kitlens in a stove
oven would they be biscuits?”
Surely no intelligent person be-
lieves that all stories published
in so-called “Science Fiction”
magazines actually are what
they claim to be—any more
than all the contents of so-
called “comic books” are comic
or all “true confessions” are
true. And what about science
fiction published in “slick”
magazines, or in book form, or
original science fiction plots of
motion pictures, television pro-
grams and radio broadcasts?

Must they be excluded from
the category because they were
not published in science fiction
magazines?

Another misconception
which seems to be prevalent is
that any story becomes science
fiction if its setting is in the re-
mote future, or the remote
past, or in a remote portion of
interstellar space. It should not
be necessary to point out that
disguising the plot of a west-
ern, detective, adventure, or
sex story by dolling up the hero
in a space suit, arming him
with a disintegrator instead of
a gun, and sending him in a
spaceship to a sun hundreds of
light years away (where hu-
man beings could not possibly
survive)—or shifting him
backward or forward in time
(which no 2uthor has ever been
able to rationalize convincing-
ly)—does not transform it into
science fiction. Nevertheless, a
large number of the stories
which have been published in
some science fiction magazines
during the past few years con-
tain no original scientific ideas
whatever, and really are re-
hashed westerns, whodunits or
sex tails (pardon me for inten-
tionally misspelling that word)
which could just as well have
happened in America at the
present time,

SOMEWHAT similar crit-
icism was directed against
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science ficticn by Bernard de
Voto, author of the most
unique—and certainly the most
startling—definition of science
fiction I have encountered dur-
ing the many years I have been
studying the subject. In his
“Easy Chair” column, pub-
lished by Harper’'s Magazine
in September, 1939—eleven
months after the “The War Of
The Worlds” broadcast, de
Voto announced that he had
read a number of stories in cur-
rent issues of so-called “science
fiction magazines.” (In 1939
there were no less than twelve
science fiction magazines on
the newsstands; some of them
really were abhorrent.)

After summarizing the plots
of several stories culled from
these publications, Bernard de
Voto commented as follows:
“This besotted mnonsense is
from e group of magazines
known as sciemce pulps. The
science discussed is idiotic be-
yond any possibility of exag-
geration; but the point is that,
in this kind of fiction, the
bending of light is like the
skeriff of the horse opera fan-
ning his gun or the heroinc of
the sex pulp removing her
dress.” Then came de Voto's
definition: “It is easy to classi-
Jy these exhibits as paranoid
phantasies converted into fic-
tion for the titillation of tired,
dull minds.”

How well I remember de

Voto’s diatribe, ard the ribbing
which a certain has-been sci-
ence fiction author had to take
from his relatives and friends,
right after it was published. At
a Brown University Alumni
banquet, one of my classmates,
who reads Harper's Magazine
regularly but loathes what he
called “science fiction tripe,”
asked me if I had written any
paranoid phantasies for the
titillation of dull and weak
minds lately. Fortunately, I
had an alibi. My come-back
was to quote from the variety
routine of Weber and Fields,
who were the Abbott and Cos-
tello of the “naughty-naughts.”
It is the stalest chestnut in the
history of vaudeville, but it
probably will be brand new to
the younger generation of read-
ers:

Weber: Didn’t I seen you
last Birthington’s Washday in
Peoria? '

Fields: Couldn’t be me, I
neffer vas in Peoria.

Weber: 1 never was in Pe-
oria neither. Musta bina cou-
pla udder fellers.

Since no stories of mine were
published during the year 1939,
when I was a very sick man, de
Voto could not have had me in
mind when he wrote those flat-
tering words. Musta bina cou-
pla udder fellers.

NCIDENTALLY, if Bernard
de Voto were alive today,
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and if he were to make a sur-
vey of the science fiction mag-
azines which have been pub-
lished during the past few
years, he would {ind many
“space horse operas,” “space
whodunits” and “space sex
tales” which do not even take
the trouble to bend the light
rays.

By having the sheriff fan his
gun while riding in a space ship
instead of on a cayuse; or the
heroine shed her bra on Venus;
or the private eye trail the
murderer by traveling forward,
backward or sidewise in time,
the author can relabel any of
his old yarns “science fiction”
and sell them over and over
again. He may be so dumb
about mathematics and science
that he thinks the slide rule
was invented to prevent base-
ball players from spiking each
other; that Algebra was the
wife of Euclid; and that a spec-
troscope is an instrument for
examining specters—but that
need not prevent him from
calling himself a science fiction
writer and from getting his
stuff printed in various science
fiction magazines,

It might even be said that
the less he knows about sci-
ence, and the more he knows
about such subjects as vam-
pires, werewolves, zombies and
witchcraft, the better chance he
has of selling his stories to
some science fiction magazines,

Alihough my painstaking re-
search failed to disclose a sin-
gle satisfactory definition of
science fiction, I did find one
which came close. It was con-
tributed by J. O. Bailey in his
“Pilgrims Through Space And
Time:”

“A piece of science fiction is
a narrative of an imaginary in-
vention or discovery in tke nat-
ural sciences and consequent
adventurcs and experiences.,
The invention must be imagi-
nary af the time the romance is
written. The discovery may
take place in the interior of the
earth, on the moon, on Mars,
within the alom, in the future,
in the prehistoric past or in a
dimension beyond the third. It
may be a surgical, mathemati-
cal or chemical discovery. It
must be a scientific discovery
—something that the author at
least rationalizes as possible to
science.”

Bailey points out that this
definition excludes novels that
interpret character in the light
of scientific fact, such as Hux-
ley’s “Point Counter Point”,
and also “Utopias” and satires
concerned solely with human
nature, politics, economics, etc,
It also excludes stories of oc-
cult and psychic manifesta-
tions.

Bailey adds: “Howcver, e
science fiction story may ai-
tempt to anticipate new discov-
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eries, and their impact on hu-
man society.”

HILE THIJS is the best

definition of science fic-
tion I have been able to find, it
still is unsatisfactory, for at
least two reasons: In Bailey’s
list of sciences on which- sci-
ence fiction might be based, he
omits three which, in my opin-
ion, are most important of all:
astronomy, biology and phys-
ics. Furthermore, in his sum-
mary of suitable settings for
science fiction stories, he in-
cludes two which no writer has
ever “rationalized as possible,”
as his last sentence demands.
Since it has been proved that
the temperature of the Earth
increases at the rate of 30 de-
grees Centigrade per kilometer
of depth, and reaches the tem-
perature of molten rock, (1200
to 1800 degrees Centigrade) at
a depth of only 50 kilometers,
it obvicusly would be impossi-
ble for human beings to pene-
trate for more than a short dis-
tance into the interior of the
Earth and certainly not to the
center of the Earth, which sev-
eral authors have used as the
locale for their stories. Men
could not live within an atom
either.

Stories such as these, which
depend on unscientific assump-
tions that cannot be rational-
ized, belong in the realm of
fantasy rather than science fic-
tion,

FUTURE SCIENCE FICTION

Besides being counterfeited
by “phantasies,” “horror
tales,” “stories of the supernat-
ural,” “space westerns,” ‘‘space
whodunits,” “space sex confes-
sions,” etc., science fiction is
also frequently confused with
“escape literature,” so-called,
because it is designed to give
second-hand thrills to readers
who like to be transported to a
dream world where they can
escape from life’s dull and un-
pleasant realities. I have noth-
ing against escape literature,
which undoubtedly heips many
readers to forget that their own
lives are lacking in interest, ex-
citement or achievement. Nor
would I think of criticising
buyers of magazines and hooks
who read only for entertain-
ment. They certainly deserve
more credit than the vast num-
bers of Americans who, accord-
ing to recent surveys, never
read any books at all. How-
ever, I do object emphatically
to calling science fiction “es-
cape literature.” While good
science fiction is as entertain-
ing, as exciting, and as thrilling
as any other kind of narrative,
it differs from escape literature
because, in addition to being
interesting, it also is education-
al, prophetic and inventive,

OW THEN should science
fiction be defined? Appar-
ently, since a thorough study
has disclosed no satisfactory,
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authoritative definition, that
question is still unanswered.
Before attempting to compose
a definition which is satisfac-
tory, let us consider the attri-
butes which distinguish valid
science fiction, and which I be-
lieve make it superior to any
other kind of literature. That,
I realize, is a debatable as-
sumption. Nevertheless, in
spite of the blistering criticism
which Bernard de Voto, Nor-
bert Weiner, and many other
eminent critics have directed at
stories mistabelled “science fic-
tion,” I think it can be proved
that genuine science fiction
does have several unique supe-
riorities.

It has previously been point-
ed out that practically all mod-
ern inventicns were predicted,
or:ginated, and in many cases
described convincingly, in sto-
ries which were regarded as
fantastic when they were first
publishcd, In his “Pilgrims
Throwan Space and Time”, J.
O. Bailey put it this way: “4
completc list of the inventicns
and discoverics described in
science fiction would sound
like a list of hcadings in the
Jdes of the patent office. ..
Science fiction more or less an-
ticipates every important mod-
ern invention and many that
have no! appeared.”

It is also true that many of
the Twentieth Century’s great

scientists, discoverers and in-
ventors, who have done so
much to promote the health,
welfare and happiness of man-
kind, originally became inter-
ested in scientific careers
throngh reading science fiction.

WHY HAS human progress

* been so strongly influ-
enced by genuine science fic-
tion? Examination of the sci-
ence fiction stories of Jules
Verne, who originated this type
of imaginative writing; H, G.
Wells, the father of English
science fiction; Hugo Gerns-
back, the father of science fic-
tion in America; and the other
authors, whose works were
published in the early issues of
the world’s first science fiction
magazine, reveals that most of
them, besides being entertain-
ing, possessed five additional
advantages.

To qualify as gcruine sci-
ence fiction, a story should be:

1. Scientific:

It should be accurate and
consistent from a scientific
point of view,

2. Educational:

Science fiction should teach
authentic science, clearly ex-
plained and understandable to
any literate reader.

3. Original:

The theme should be new,
pot just a rehash of a stock
formula, Since genuine science
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fiction describes inventions
which no one ever thought of
before, it is one kind of fiction
which really can be original.

4. Plausible:

Science fiction should be so
plausible that it convinces the
reader it actually could hap-
pen.

5. Prophetic:

Today’s science fiction
should anticipate the future,
just as the best science fiction
of the past anticipated practi-
cally all the inventions and dis-
coveries which we enjoy now.

With these considerations in
mind, I submit the follow:ng
definition:

Science Fiction: A narrative
about an imaginary inven-
tion, or discovery, which is
possible in accordance with
authentic, scientific knowl-
edge and relates adventures
and other happenings which
might reasonably result from

the use of the invention or
discovery.

During World War I, Bruce
Bairnsfather became famous
for his cartoons depicling epi-
sodes in the lives of an English
private named “Old Bill” and
his buddies. They helped not
only the British Tommies but
also millions of other freedom-
loving pecple to laugh off their
wartime troubles and anxieties.
The most famous of these car-
toons showed two soldiers who
had taken cover in a shallow
shell-hole, with bombs bursting
all around them, The first sol-
dier said, “This is a ’ell of a
‘ole.” OId Bill remarkad, “If
yer knows of a better ’ole—zo
to it.”

So—if you who are now
reading this know of a better
definition of science fiction—
go to it. And please, oh pleasg!
Won't you let the rest of us in
onit?



